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Book Reviews

Soils in Archaeological Research. By Vance T. Holliday. New York: Oxford University Press, 2004. xiv +
448 pp. Figures tables, appendixes, references, index.
$144.50 cloth.
When I teach geoarchaeology, I tell students on the
first day of class that "soils are the canvas for much of the
archaeological record." Just as an artist's canvas holds
and affects the paint, soils hold archaeological materials,
and soil-forming processes strongly influence the preservation and spatial pattern of cultural deposits. Given this
close relationship between soils and the material remains
of humans, we have long needed a treatise that addresses
all aspects of soils from an archaeological perspective.
Vance Holliday's latest book, Soils in Archaeological
Research, does this and more.
The author has devoted much of his career to the
application of soil science, especially pedology and soil
geomorphology, in archaeology. Most of his research
experience has been in the Southern Plains, and he has
collaborated with many Plains archaeologists and geoarchaeologists. Although Holliday takes a global approach
in this book, his roots in the Great Plains are apparent:
many concepts are explained with examples from the
midcontinent.
Holliday begins with a description of what is and is
not soil, including definitions of soil horizons used in
the U.S., and tracks the history of soil science applications in archaeology as a component of geoarchaeology
(chapter 1). Next, he describes soil terminology and
reviews methods for analyzing soils in the field and
laboratory (chapter 2). After presenting several views
and models of soil development and their significance
in geoarchaeological research (chapter 3), the author
considers the utility of USDA county soil surveys in archaeological investigations (chapter 4). This is followed
by a detailed review of soils as stratigraphic markers
(chapter 5) and an assessment of soil stratigraphy in
various geoarchaeological contexts, including alluvial,
eolian, and volcanic environments (chapter 6).
Holliday goes on to address the archaeological implications of soils as indicators of landscape stability
and the age of landscapes (chapter 7) and to consider
the utility of soils in paleoenvironmental reconstructions (chapter 8). Soils are also shown to be important
in reconstructing the evolution of landscapes and, consequently, the evolution of archaeological sites (chapter
9). This leads to a review of soil-forming processes
and their effects on the preservation and spatial pattern of archaeological materials (chapter 10). Holliday
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also addresses human impacts on soils, with lengthy
sections devoted to anthrosols (soils made or strongly
affected by humans) and agriculture (chapter 11). The
appendices include a description of variations on USDA
soil horizon nomenclature (appendix 1), an overview
of soil phosphorous chemistry and how it can be used
in geoarchaeological investigations (appendix 2), and a
discussion (coauthored with Julie K. Stein and William
G. Gartner) on the variability of soil laboratory procedures and results (appendix 3).
Although a tremendous amount of information is
presented in Soils in Archaeological Research, Holliday
is careful not to drift from the book's main theme: the
application of soil science in archaeology. Each chapter
includes a discussion of basic principles, their archaeological implications, and case studies.
Soils in Archaeological Research is well written,
includes many good diagrams and photographs, and offers an impressive list of references. My only criticism is
its exorbitant price. That aside, the volume is a valuable
resource for geoscientists working in archaeology and
for archaeologists wishing to gain a better understanding
of the "canvas" that holds and shapes the archaeological
record. Rolfe D. Mandel, Kansas Geological Survey,
University of Kansas.

The Biology of Freshwater Wetlands: Biology ofHabitats. By Arnold G. van der Valko Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006. xi + 173 pp. Figures, tables, glossary,
bibliography, index. $99.50 cloth, $44.50 paper.
Wetland ecology is a relatively new field that developed from an initial interest in a few direct benefits that
wetlands provide to society. Consequently, much early
scientific work was stimulated by economic returns from
specific wetland services, such as production of peat and
provision of habitat for economically valuable wildlife
(e.g., waterfowl and furbearers). Over time, societal interest in wetlands broadened, and these unique habitats
are now valued for many additional services, including
some that bear non market value. Common examples
include carbon sequestration, flood reduction, water purification, and aesthetics. The increased recognition of
the importance of wetlands has generated a diversity of
job opportunities in wetland ecology and management.
Despite the increased knowledge base and enhanced job
market, I am not aware of any institutions that offer specialty degrees in this new discipline. Indeed, relatively
few institutions offer specific wetland ecology classes,
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